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 Come Back, Lucretius 
 
From Where We Came: poems.  By Arthur J. Stewart (2015).  Knoxville: Celtic Cat 
Publishing.  xiv + 92 pp.  $15.00 (paper).  ISBN 978-0-9905945-9-8. 
 
 When I was in high school, I read a lot of poetry and philosophy and thought that 
I might want to make a career out of writing one or the other, maybe both.  That lasted 
until I read one of W. W. Howells's books and decided I wanted to be a physical 
anthropologist.  But I never entirely gave up on the philosophy; and I kept on committing 
occasional poetry through college and into graduate school, at which point I realized that 
I had the skills to write the stuff but nothing to say. 
 
   It would have been gratifying to be a scientist and a poet all at once.  But who has 
ever managed that?  Perhaps the last person to use verse as a vehicle for proposing 
scientific ideas was Charles Darwin's grandfather Erasmus.1  The only historical figure I 
can think of who took both science and poetry seriously and excelled at both was Johann 
Wolfgang von Goethe— and who among us is a Goethe?  My old teacher Leigh Van 
Valen came as close as anyone I ever knew: he made important contributions to biology 
and actually published a poem2 in the old Saturday Review of Literature, on the very 
same page as Robert Graves and Muriel Rukeyser.  But as far as I know, the rest of his 
poetic output was privately circulated— mostly light verse and comic songs on scientific 
subjects, of the same frivolous genre and middling skillfulness as the verse of Earnest 
Hooton, Walter Garstang, or C. Loring Brace.  None of these scientists took their poetry 
very seriously or expected the rest of us to do so.   
 
 Since Goethe's death in 1832, a pervasive mutual hostility and contempt has 
reigned between science and poetry.  On the side of science, the contempt is evident in 
the nicknames given to elementary college science courses intended for humanities 
majors — "Physics for Poets," "Biology for Poets," and so on.  "Poet" here is the 
scientist's polite way of saying "dummy."  The reciprocal hostility of poets to science 
goes back to Blake and Wordsworth, and has been conspicuous in the work of later poets 
from Whitman down through Cummings, Pound, and Eliot to the present.  My favorite 
example is the text of this 1966 "picture poem" by the American poet Kenneth Patchen:3 
 
 LOVE (WHICH INCLUDES POETRY) 
 IS TO SCIENCE AS THE FREE & BEAUTIFUL 
 CATCHINGS OF A CHILD ARE 
 TO THE VILE & UNRETURNING 
 THROES OF THE HANGMAN 
 
 What accounts for this hostility?  I found myself thinking about this as I read 
through Arthur J. Stewart's slim book of poems "designed to help bridge the gap between 
the worlds of science and the literary arts."4  This is an honorable and brave ambition, and 
Stewart brings the right credentials to the job— a Ph.D. from Michigan State, a string of 
scientific articles with titles like "Diel cycles in calcite production and dissolution in a 
eutrophic basin," and five published volumes of poetry.  Warm commendations on the 
back cover by Lee Berger and Smithsonian curator Nicholas D. Pyenson bear witness to 
Stewart's scientific connections and the high regard that some of his readers and friends 
have for him.  But for me (you always have to say that in talking about poetry), the book 
doesn't work.  It may be instructive to try to figure out why. 
 
 "We (poets) lie too much," said Nietzsche's Zarathustra.  "We know too little and 
we are poor learners — so we have to lie."5   H. L. Mencken, who despised poetry, 
likewise insisted that its purpose "is not to establish facts, but to evade and deny them."6  
These statements exaggerate the case, but they point up a fundamental truth.  Poetry 
demands excess.  To succeed as poetry, a poem has to go beyond the facts.  One way to 
do that is to elevate the language, by choosing unexpected words, inventing new ones, 
throwing over the rules of syntax, or using the resources of sound repetition — rhyme, 
meter, assonance, refrains — to make the words chime, boom, and throb.  Another mode 
of poetic going-beyond is to use metaphor and other kinds of unwarranted juxtapositions 
to impose arbitrary meanings on the facts, to associate them with something different and 
larger.  For example, any science teacher will tell you that the earth revolves on its axis 
once a day and that the side away from the sun lies in shadow.  These are important and 
hard-won truths of astronomy.  But when Archibald MacLeish put the resources of poetic 
excess to work on them,7 he produced this: 
 
      And here face down beneath the sun    
 And here upon earth’s noonward height    
 To feel the always coming on 
 The always rising of the night 
 
 To feel creep up the curving east    
 The earthy chill of dusk and slow    
 Upon those under lands the vast    
 And ever climbing shadow grow 
 
 There is no assertion here.  There is no main verb.  There is only a great 
ponderous and inexorable motion, underscored by all the verbs of movement (come, rise, 
creep, climb, grow), the thought-slowing abnormalities of syntax ("the always coming 
on," "to feel ... slow upon those under lands the... shadow grow"), and the funereal 
drumbeat of those iambic-tetrameter quatrains.  In these lines, the rotation of the earth 
takes on a new meaning with no counterpart or justification in astronomy.  It means that 
you are very tiny and you are going to die.  And in the rest of the poem, MacLeish goes 
on to pile another meaning on top of that one by following the movement of the 
terminator westward from Mesopotamia through Greece and Rome to Spain, in a 
sequence that mirrors a succession of Western empires and ends with us.  The turning of 
the planet becomes not only the shadow of death but also the Decline of the West, the 
Spenglerian Untergang des Abendlandes.   
 
 This, I think, is the sort of poetic imposition of unwarranted meaning that gave 
Mencken the collywobbles and that accounts for a lot of the animosity between poets and 
scientists.  What good poets do as a necessary part of their job is something that scientists 
have to be taught not to do: to read meanings into the phenomena that go beyond the 
meticulous descriptions and causal inferences that are the painfully won triumphs of 
science.  As a result, scientists tend to see poets as purveyors of balderdash, and poets 
tend to see science as a conspiracy to strip the world of meaning.  
 
 We might expect, then, that when someone who has trained as a scientist tries to 
write poetry, the results are apt to be uninspired.  Unfortunately, Stewart's poems fit this 
prediction.  He doesn't exploit the resources of rhyme, meter, or other sound-patterning to 
elevate the facts he lays out.  He doesn't push against the restrictions of syntax or lexical 
meaning.  And in most of these poems, he doesn't draw rhetorical connections to make 
one thing stand for another and breathe surprising new meaning into the facts.  The result 
is poetry that differs from expository prose mainly in the insertion of arbitrary line 
breaks: 
 
 Homo heidelbergensis— a big- 
 brained human ancestor considered 
 as a pivotal creature during a 
 murky period of evolution 
 
  and perhaps 
 
 the common ancestor of modern humans and 
 our extinct cousins, the Neanderthals. 
 
 Living 
 perhaps a half million years or so ago, 
 and perhaps 
 a link between H. erectus (earlier) 
 and H. sapiens (now).8 
 
 Apart from a few verbal reiterations, there is nothing poetic going on in this 
poem.  Take away the line breaks and the perhapses, and it could be a quote from John 
Hawks's blog— except that Hawks would have gone on to find larger meanings of a 
scientific sort in the facts, whereas Stewart just leaves us asking, "So what?"  Some of 
Stewart's poems go a little further beyond the facts.   In one of them — "The Legs, the 
Feet"9 — Stewart describes his plantar fasciitis and ends with this: 
 
            ... Such 
 decrepitude, I guess, 
 should be expected.  Ascending, 
 I lose some steam but going down, 
 I gain momentum. 
 
 Brrr.  The cold wind of mortality again, linked here not to planetary dynamics but 
to the kinematics of locomotion.  This one gave me the goose-bumps response that A. E. 
Housman10 thought was the hallmark of good poetry.  But most of Stewart's other poems 
in this book struck me as — well, prosaic — and in serious need of some unscientific 
excess. 
 
 Why should any of this matter to a scientist?  As Mary Midgley11 says, important 
science is important because it too goes beyond the facts, theories, and predictions to 
change the way people think about the world.  Prior to the advent of spaceflight, it made 
no practical difference whether you accepted the Copernican world picture or Tycho 
Brahe's variant, in which the sun goes around the earth while the other planets circle the 
sun.  The two differ only in their selection of a frame of reference.  Both are equally 
useful for astronomical prediction.  But the choice between a geocentric and a 
heliocentric model makes an enormous difference to the way we perceive the universe 
and the meaning of being human.  Midgely sees this sort of difference as a religious 
element in science, but it would be equally right to call it a poetic element.  When, in the 
famous last paragraph of The Origin of Species, Erasmus Darwin's grandson declared that 
there was grandeur in this view of life, suddenly there was grandeur, for grandeur is in 
the eye of the beholder.  And that made a difference to the way his readers thought about 
evolution and about being human and being alive.   
 
 Poets don't need science, but science needs poetry.  Several people have argued 
that one of the reasons why nobody has cared to go back to the moon for the past 43 
years is that the scientists at NASA, being scientists, never considered sticking a poet in 
amongst the Air Force pilots on the Apollo missions.12   Likewise, perhaps one of the 
reasons why nearly half of all Americans still reject the idea of evolution13 is that the 
theory of evolution has never seized the imagination of a first-rate poet (with the possible 
and unpalatable exception of Robinson Jeffers).  But there really is grandeur in this view 
of life; and it deserves to be put into immortal words by a poet with fire in his or her 
insides to do the sort of job for evolution that Lucretius did for atomism.  If Stewart, Van 
Valen, and Co. are any guide, we can't count on the scientists themselves to write those 
words.  Our training handicaps us.  What we can do, and what I think we should do, is to 
dedicate ourselves to teaching and writing as enthusiastically and eloquently as is 
possible for scientists, in the hope of someday inspiring a poet who will finish the job.  
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